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Two independent voter surveys in February confirm that the governing Nationalist Republican
Alliance (Alianza Republicana Nacionalista, ARENA) is firmly in the lead in voter preferences
in the upcoming general elections. Nevertheless, it seems highly unlikely that ARENA will win
an absolute majority in the first round, meaning that ARENA candidate Armando Calderon Sol
will probably have to face off in a second round of voting with one of the opposition candidates.
Moreover, given the high percentage of "undecided" voters, accurate predictions regarding the final
electoral outcome are nearly impossible.
Seven presidential candidates are registered to compete in the March 20 elections. Nevertheless,
only three of the candidates are considered serious contenders: ARENA's Calderon Sol, who
is presently head of the governing party and Mayor of San Salvador; Fidel Chavez Mena of the
Christian Democrat Party (Partido Democrata Cristiano, PDC); and Ruben Zamora, currently
vice-president of the Legislative Assembly, who is running on the ticket of a three-party coalition
comprised of the former guerrilla Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN), the
Democratic Convergence (CD), and the social democrat National Revolutionary Movement
(Movimiento Nacional Revolucionario, MNR). In addition to the president's chair, a total of nine
parties will also compete for 84 seats in the Legislative Assembly, mayoralties and council seats
in the country's 262 municipalities, and 20 representatives to the Central American Parliament
(Parlamento Centroamericana, PARLACEN).
In the two most recent voter surveys during February conducted independently of one another by
the Jesuit-run Central American University (Universidad Centroamericana Jose Simeon Canas,
UCA) and the Technical Vocational University (Universidad Tecnologica, UTEC) ARENA is clearly
the front- runner in both the presidential and legislative races. According to the UCA, which
surveyed 1,835 voters nationwide, 35% of respondents said they favored Calderon Sol for president,
and 28.7% said they preferred ARENA candidates in the legislature. In the presidential race, Ruben
Zamora is in second place, with 17% of voter support, according to the UCA survey. Fidel Chavez is
trailing behind in third, with 10%. In the legislative races, meanwhile, the PDC and the FMLN are
nearly neck and neck for second place, with 14.7% of voters favoring PDC candidates, and 12.8%
favoring the FMLN. The CD which is running candidates for the legislature independently from the
FMLN enjoys 5.7% voter support in the UCA survey.
The UTEC poll appears to confirm the general tendencies contained in the UCA survey. According
to UTEC which questioned 2,492 voters in 90 different municipalities ARENA candidate Calderon
Sol is in the lead with 32.3% in the presidential race, followed by 19.8% for Ruben Zamora, and 8.9%
for Fidel Chavez. And, in the legislative races, ARENA enjoys 30.1% support among those surveyed
by UTEC, followed by 16.3% for the FMLN, 10.3% for the PDC, and 3.1% for the CD.
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Despite ARENA's comfortable lead among those voters who have already chosen their candidate, it
seems unlikely that ARENA will be able to win the more than 50% majority necessary to claim the
president's chair in the first round of voting. As a result, Calderon Sol will almost certainly have to
face off in a second round vote with either Ruben Zamora or Fidel Chavez. In fact, in the UCA poll,
surveyors asked voters which of the three front running candidates would most likely compete in
a second round election. Of those who responded, 60% predicted a runoff between Calderon and
Zamora, and 25% said Calderon would compete with Fidel Chavez. Moreover, it seems impossible
to make any firm prediction of the final election outcome given the huge percentage of "undecided"
voters. In the UCA survey, 25% of those questioned either could not or would not say who they
will vote for, while 11% said that so far they don't like any of the candidates. Taken together, those
respondents total 36% of the voters surveyed by the UCA, more than the support achieved by any
single candidate in the survey. UTEC reported a similar response among the voters it surveyed, with
26% refusing to say who they would vote for, and 7% still "undecided."
Finally, even without the "undecided" voters, the outcome of a second round election remains
uncertain, since the FMLN- CD-MNR coalition could still ally with the PDC to present a united
center-left front in opposition to the right wing ARENA party. In the UCA survey, those parties
together enjoy 27% of voter support in the presidential race. And, in the UTEC poll, they command
28.7% of voter preference, which is only slightly lower than the 32.3% of voters that told UTEC they
favor ARENA.
Meanwhile, it appears that some 400,000 registered voters may not be able to vote on election day
due to irregularities and bureaucratic problems in the process of handing out registration cards
to voters, which are required as identification at the polls, even if the voter is included on voting
rosters. According to the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (TSE), as of Feb. 23, a total of 2,718,008 citizens
had registered to vote, but of that total, only 2.3 million had actually received a registration card.
Still, the TSE has taken some measures to build voter confidence in a "clean and fair" election.
On Feb. 28, the TSE reported that it had contracted a foreign firm to rapidly tabulate the election
results on March 20, so that official vote counts will start to be released within six hours after
the polling places close. The TSE says it will receive tally sheets by fax from many regions of the
country. In some of the most isolated areas, Air Force helicopters will be used to fly ballot boxes
into the capital, with "observer" seats on the choppers reserved for representatives from each of
the competing parties. In addition, the entire electoral process will be scrutinized by some 900
international observers stationed around the country by the UN's Observer Mission in El Salvador.
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